A simplified endogenous erythroid colony assay for the investigation of polycythaemia.
The in vitro growth of erythroid colonies in the absence of erythropoietin, known as endogenous erythroid colonies (EEC) forms part of the diagnostic criteria for polycythaemia vera (PV). The availability of EEC culture in routine laboratory setting is limited as culture methods are technically demanding, difficult to standardize, expensive and laborious. In this study, we assessed the performance characteristics of a simplified method using ammonium chloride red cell lysis followed by culture on commercially available, batch-tested, methylcellulose media. Seventy-six patients were included; four were secondarily excluded on the basis of culture failure. Of the 14 patients with PV, 13 (93%) were positive for EEC on at least one occasion: 90% (nine of 10) of bone marrow and 67% (six of nine) of peripheral blood specimens were positive. All 30 patients with secondary polycythaemia (n = 12) or apparent polycythaemia (n = 18) were negative for EEC. The incidence of EEC in idiopathic erythrocytosis was 40% (eight of 28); 50% (five of 10) in those who met one of the minor criteria for PV and 17% (three of 18) in those who did not. We conclude that our EEC assay yield results comparable with that of more elaborate methods.